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Introduction
By the age of eighteen, I had found a copy of Allan Holdsworth’s All Night
Wrong (2002) in a local record store. By this time, I had already studied many of the
great guitarists of the bebop era: Wes Montgomery, George Benson, and Pat Martino
were significant influences. However, Holdsworth’s approach was so different from
anything I had heard until then that I dismissed it as I was incapable of understanding it. I
was not ready to learn from him yet.
By my mid-twenties, I was desperately seeking inspiration in my endeavors as an
improvisational musician. I had spent considerable time studying the language of bebop
as well as performing it with some of the best musicians in the world. While I continued
to practice and study, I had not made a significant breakthrough in several years as my
language was dictated by my technique––or lack thereof. After discovering guitarist
Charles Altura’s work with artists like Chick Corea and Stanley Clarke, I realized I had
found the sound I had been looking for and poured myself into studying his vocabulary.
The fluidity of his lines and ability to transverse any part of the fretboard with ease
deeply inspired me.
After analyzing Altura’s melodic vocabulary, I came to understand how much of
his playing was directly informed by Allan Holdsworth. The use of legato technique,
string skipping, and the implementation of alternate left-hand fingerings all originated
from Holdsworth. I began transcribing Holdsworth’s solo on Joe Henderson’s “Inner
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Urge” from None Too Soon (1996) and discovered a completely new approach to playing
the guitar. I never sought to regurgitate Holdsworth’s melodic vocabulary verbatim.
Rather, I deduced the techniques he used and applied them to my own vocabulary.
Over the past six years, I have methodically applied Holdsworth’s technical
language to various fundamental melodic devices including scales, arpeggios, pentatonic
scales, intervallic sequences, and symmetrical patterns. This process completely changed
my perception of the fretboard and revealed a seemingly endless array of patterns to be
utilized over any chord progression. I have dramatically improved my understanding of
the guitar while enabling the execution of my own melodic ideas without a hindrance
from any lack of technique. The ideas presented in my thesis are borne from this period
of discovery and inspiration. For my thesis’s recital, I demonstrated the application of
Holdsworth’s techniques in the context of my own improvisational style: a performance
of original compositions, as well as the music of jazz artists like John Coltrane, Wes
Montgomery, and Allan Holdsworth will demonstrate the application of these techniques
across a varied range of styles in the jazz echelon. Finally, an adaptation of Johann
Sebastian Bach’s “Presto” from Violin Sonata In G Minor BWV 1001 will demonstrate
the efficiency of Holdsworth’s techniques.

Chapter 1
The Life and Career of Allan Holdsworth
Allan Holdsworth is one of the most innovative and virtuosic guitarists of all time.
By combining jazz and progressive rock, Holdsworth has garnered legions of fans and
inspired countless guitarists since his emergence in the late 1960s. His exploration of the
fretboard, implementation of idiomatic techniques like string skipping, and willingness to
experiment with midi technology like the Synthaxe created a soundscape never before
heard on the guitar. Despite enduring creative and commercial hardships for most of his
career, Holdsworth has amassed a formidable discography as both a leader and sideman
demonstrating both his stature as a first-rate composer as well as a fiery improvisor
universally admired by his peers.
Born on August 6, 1946 in Bradford, Yorkshire, England, Allan was adopted and
raised by his maternal grandparents (Russonello, 2017). Holdsworth’s formative years
were shaped profoundly by his grandfather, Sam Holdsworth, who Allan refers to as his
‘father’ (as will this thesis). Sam was an excellent jazz pianist who retired from an
aspiring career in music to work in a factory, a decision born of a desire to support his
family but also the frustration of being forced into unfulfilling musical situations
(Holdsworth 1985, 8). From a very early age, Allan’s passion for music was encouraged
by his father: “My father was a pianist, so I was exposed to a lot of music at home. He
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was like an inspiration to me really in that he often presented me with things I wouldn’t
normally get to hear” (Percival, 1978).
Seemingly destined for a blue-collar career, Holdsworth worked various jobs as a
factory worker in local wool mills, as a basket weaver, and a bicycle repairman as a youth
(Rosenberg 2013, 13). By fifteen, Holdsworth dropped out of secondary school to pursue
a passion for competitive cycling (Holdsworth 1985, 9). During this period, Holdsworth
started going to local music clubs with his father and uncle. The following quote is from
Reaching for the Uncommon Chord (1985):
When I was growing up, my brother-in-law and my dad used to take me out. I was
quite tall for my age in those days, and when I was fifteen or sixteen, they used to
sneak me into pubs so I could see the bands play. I always remember the
excitement, sitting next to the stage and seeing all those little red lights glowing
on the amps while we waited for the guitar to come out and give us a real pasting.
(Holdsworth 1985, 9)
While Holdsworth developed a more serious desire to play music, his initial
interest was the saxophone. Sam Holdsworth could not afford a saxophone but he was
able to purchase a guitar, inaugurating Holdsworth’s guitar studies at the age of 17
(Holdsworth 1985, 9). The next five years saw Holdsworth become increasingly devoted
to the guitar, soon prompting a purchase of an electric guitar and an amplifier. Despite
not having access to a private guitar instructor, Holdsworth learned the fundamentals of
music theory from his father, translating chords and scales from the piano: “He used to
write out things for me to play, show me how to do certain things, scales and chords and
stuff, like the way he would have done them on the piano” (Gilbert 1992). Sam dismissed
many of the fundamental concepts a burgeoning guitarist would learn from a teacher
including open position scales. Holdsworth relates the following regarding his father’s
training:
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One of the things my dad said was ‘there’s no point in practicing anything in open
position…So I never did. I never learnt a single scale using any open string. I
started out straight away playing all the scales using only fingers. Immediately
then I could play the scales all over the neck. (Gilbert 1992)
As an outgrowth of his unorthodox training, Holdsworth later came to rely on simple
mathematics to determine the number of scales possible as well as possible left-hand
fingerings. Holdsworth discusses this process in the REH video “Allan Holdsworth” from
1991:
I started out trying to figure everything out by using…a fixed number like one
because of the transposing nature of stringed instruments you can transpose really
easy…so I figured if I started out with five note scales then I could permutate
them all…then, I would catalogue them and throw away all the ones that had
more than four semi-tones in a row…and analyzed them until I could see chords
within them. (Holdsworth 1992, from 23:44-24.36)
In addition to learning theory from his father, Holdsworth immersed himself in
his vast record collection. Holdsworth was exposed to recordings of jazz artists like Bix
Biederbecke, Benny Goodman, Arte Shaw, and Charlie Parker. Guitarist Charlie
Christian’s work with Benny Goodman served as one of Holdsworth’s first encounters
with jazz guitar. While Holdsworth learned some of Christian’s solos from records, the
experience did not influence his playing directly. Holdsworth’s remarks on Christian’s
influence in Reaching For The Uncommon Chord (1985) are revealing as to his own
philosophy regarding originality and improvisation:
I don’t know if playing his lines did me any good other than the fact that I became
good at trying to play like Charlie Christian…After I heard all the other players, I
realized I had to analyze music for myself in my own way. (Holdsworth 1985, 9)
Classical music provided a great deal of inspiration for Holdsworth’s
compositional style: “The thing that always moved me most was hearing a really great
chord…that’s what I lived for, that chord. It came mostly from classical music in the

6
beginning” (Gilbert 1992). In particular, he claimed Béla Bartók’s The Concerto for
Orchestra and The Miraculous Mandarin as significant influences as well as the works of
French impressionists like Maurice Ravel’s String Quartet in F Major and Claude
Debussy’s Claire De Lune (Gilbert 1992). While neither compositional nor orchestral
analysis informed Holdsworth’s writing, he relied instead on the emotional impact of
classical music for inspiration. Consequently, Holdsworth’s later compositions often
feature both thick harmonic textures comparable to that of Ravel or Debussy, as well as
meticulously employed odd time signatures akin to Stravinsky.
Perhaps the most significant musical influence on Allan Holdsworth was John
Coltrane. His sound, improvisational style, and artistic temperament provided a template
for Holdsworth’s future musical endeavors. In a private interview, Holdsworth relates the
following:
It’s like he had somehow been able to take this cable of life or cable of music and
plug it directly into the source and it wasn’t going through any pathway that had
already been created. It was like a new circuit, like a new thing and… I was just
really moved by it. (Aryuserius 2020, from 7:45-8:15)
Rather than emulating Coltrane’s musical language verbatim, Holdsworth relied on “the
spirit, and the heart, and the soul of the music” to develop his own approach (Aryuserius
2020, from 8:21-8:42). Like Coltrane, Holdsworth practiced from Nicolas Slonimsky’s
Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns thus drawing an indirect link to both players
adherence to the ‘sheets of sound’ approach (Gilbert 1992).
By the age of twenty-three, Holdsworth was working with the Glen South Band in
Bradford performing waltz, fox-trots, and other popular music of the day (Holdsworth
1985, 11). During this time, Holdsworth inaugurated his recording career with his own
band, ’Igginbottom, crafting a lone album, Igginbottom’s Wrench. In 1972, Holdsworth

7
received an invitation from Ray Warleigh to stay in London and soon developed a
reputation for being a virtuosic and daring improviser (Kay 1981). The London jazz
scene, rife with experimentation and like-minded artists relentlessly pursuing artistic
authenticity, embraced the young Holdsworth with open arms. The following quote from
Jamie Muir is a wonderful depiction of a jam session with Sunship, the band Holdsworth
informally played with for a brief period. It paints a loose artistic atmosphere that
fostered the creativity of a young Holdsworth:
We had a rehearsal group in my house. I remember, that was the year of the
electricity strikes. Laurie's wife would be making great vegetarian concoctions in
the kitchen downstairs by candlelight, while we'd be upstairs rehearsing. Allan
had come down wanting to do some sort of crucial music and I’d been involved in
so-called Art Music and wanted to explore other areas—we were approaching it
in some quite tongue-in-cheek ways and we had a lot of fun –– we spent more
time laughing than playing music. (Teledue 1991, 36)
More recordings quickly followed: Nucleus’s Belladonna (1972) and the selftitled debut by the band Tempest (1973) (Holdsworth 1985, 12). As Holdsworth’s
reputation grew, he came to even greater prominence joining the innovative jazz-rock
group Soft Machine, leading to 1975’s Bundles (Ferguson 2002). However, his tenure
came to a quick close upon joining Tony William’s New Lifetime for 1975‘s Believe It
and 1976’s Million Dollar Legs, the latter proving an artistic failure (Holdsworth 1985,
14).
By the end of 1976, Holdsworth had left Tony William’s New Lifetime but was
quickly connected with French jazz rock group Gong, leading to the record Gazeuse
(1976) and a subsequent tour of Europe. Shortly after, Gong broke up due to internal
conflicts leaving Holdsworth a free agent. The following year, Holdsworth was invited to
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play on French violinist Jean Luc Ponty’s Enigmatic Ocean (1977), considered one of the
greatest jazz fusion recordings of the 1970s (Kay 1981).
In 1978, Holdsworth was invited to perform on King Crimson and Yes drummer
Bill Bruford’s solo albums Feels Good To Me and One Of A Kind (Kay 1981). During
this same period, Bruford joined the progressive rock group U.K. and offered Holdsworth
a spot alongside bassist/vocalist John Wetton and multi-instrumentalist Eddie Jobson.
Despite critical and commercial success with the band’s debut 1978 album and tour,
mounting tensions in the group led to Holdworth’s and Bruford’s departure. Holdsworth
relates the following regarding his tenure in U.K.:
U.K. was a pain. All I ever had to do was just solo, just waffle really, and it was
just a nightmare. I was just bored. I had no contribution. It was like playing with a
tape; there was no spontaneity, no one would hear anything. I was the wrong guy
for the band. (Baird 1984)
Holdsworth’s departure from U.K. was a turning point. After experiencing the
artistic constraints of rock groups like U.K. and Soft Machine, Holdsworth decided to
develop his own group with drummer Gary Husband and, later, bassist Paul Carmichael
and vocalist Paul Williams (Holdsworth 1985, 16). In 1981, Holdsworth had recorded his
first official solo release, I.O.U., showcasing a first-rate composer and harmonist.
However, Holdsworth released the record independently after failing to generate record
label interest—a result of the punk and new wave craze sweeping England (Mulhern
1982). This was a difficult time period for Holdsworth—the group struggled to find any
gigs in England and Holdsworth resorted to repairing amps and guitars for income
(Hoard 1982).
Circumstances improved substantially when a mutual acquaintance introduced
Holdsworth to Sharon Sudall, who agreed to manage the band and set up West Coast gigs
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(Hoard 1982). The band’s first gig at the Roxy Theater was an overwhelming success.
The following excerpt paints the atmosphere that night from Reaching For The
Uncommon Chord:
The audience appeared to be maniacally overjoyed at Allan’s first performance in
California in over four years. One of his fans who managed to get inside the Roxy
before the set had to introduce himself to Allan, as if he could not believe that
Allan was actually there. He then told Allan, who listened with a puzzled
expression, “Man, you’re like a religion to some of these guys.” At the time,
Allan could barely believe that he had such a following. (Holdsworth 1985, 18)
Realizing the band’s imminent relocation to the U.S., Holdsworth replaced Gary Husband
with Chad Wackerman on drums and Paul Carmichael with Jeff Berlin—later Jimmy
Johnson—on bass. By this time, Holdsworth began receiving critical acclaim in the
international guitar community. Fellow guitar legend Eddie Van Halen famously stated in
a 1981 Guitar World magazine interview: “To me, Allan Holdsworth is number one”
(Stix 1981).
Throughout the remainder of the decade, Holdsworth was highly prolific in his
recorded output as a leader: Road Games (1983), Metal Fatigue (1985), Atavachron
(1986), Sand (1987) and Secrets (1989). The next decade saw Holdsworth continue to
record studio albums such as Wardenclyffe Tower (1992), Hard Hat Area (1993), and
None Too Soon (1996), as well as notable collaborations like Truth In Shredding (1990)
with Frank Gambale and Heavy Machinery (1996) with Jens Johansson and Anders
Johansson. Holdsworth’s recorded output dramatically reduced in size by the 2000s with
only two studio albums: The Sixteen Men of Tain (2000) and Flat Tire: Music for a NonExistent Movie (2001). Several live albums of Holdsworth’s music have been released
including All Night Wrong (2002) and Then! (2003) (Rosenberg 2013, 29). Holdsworth
toured with his group throughout the next decade but did not release another album until
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Tales From The Vault—a crowd sourced project available digitally through Pledge Music
website from 2015 to 2016. Holdsworth died unexpectedly from a heart attack on April
15, 2017.
Despite his amazing contribution to the guitar and vast recorded output, little has
been done to decipher Holdsworth’s innovations in the realm of linear (single note)
improvisation in the form of a book or method. Holdsworth himself did release some
educational material in his lifetime: Reaching for The Uncommon Chord (1987) and
Melody Chords for Guitar by Allan Holdsworth (1997) are excellent resources for
developing a deeper understanding of his compositional prowess. However, this only
relates to Holdsworth’s harmonic approach vis-à-vis the use of chord voicings in original
compositions.
Additional resources include Allan Holdsworth (1992) released by REH Videos,
featuring both live studio performances of Holdsworth’s original music and Allan himself
discussing his own philosophy behind improvisation, music theory, and the fretboard.
Due to the inherent time constraints of filming, the video is not capable of providing an
in-depth analysis regarding the various idiomatic techniques Holdsworth uses or the
possibilities that arise when systematically applying them outside the context of
Holdsworth’s music.
Guitarists in the wake of Holdsworth’s legacy are left to analyze his vast
discography and unearth his innovative approach through transcription—an incredibly
difficult feat given the staggering complexity of Holdsworth’s lines. An even greater
challenge lies in that Holdsworth’s melodic vocabulary is singularly unique: his musical
language bears little or no resemblance to any improvising musician that came before
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him in either the jazz or rock idiom. This is primarily due to Holdsworth’s vocabulary
being grounded not in traditional triad or seventh chord arpeggios but through patterns
visually emerging on the fretboard and are thus unique to the guitar: “As the chord
changes go by, I don’t so much think about a static chord voicing changing, I just see the
whole of the notes on the neck change” (Holdsworth 1992, 24:45-25:00). Consequently,
Holdsworth’s melodic vocabulary is seemingly incompatible with that of jazz artists like
Charlie Parker or Wes Montgomery. While there is enormous benefit to performing
Holdsworth’s lines verbatim, the greater value lies in both understanding his perception
of the fretboard and applying his idiomatic concepts beyond the stylistic confines of jazzrock.
In the following chapter, I will examine traditional techniques used by guitarists
in the pre-Holdsworth era. An analysis and demonstration of these will serve as a foil for
Holdsworth’s own techniques and perspectives on the guitar as described in Chapter
Three.

Chapter 2:
An Analysis of Techniques and Fretboard Movement in the Pre-Holdsworth Era
The innovations of Allan Holdsworth are seen most clearly in the light of his
guitarist predecessors. To understand the language of guitar as spoken prior to
Holdsworth’s ascent, an analysis is required of both the idiomatic techniques common to
all guitarists and the various philosophies regarding scalar movement on the fretboard.
First, I will discuss the two primary means of fretboard movement—horizontal and
vertical movement and their relationship to each other. Second, I will discuss the
importance of fingerings, shifting, and how these can affect a guitarists ability to move
around the fretboard. Third, an analysis of two techniques universally employed by
electric guitarists—alternate picking and legato—will demonstrate both how these
techniques are used together and how they were used in the pre-Holdsworth era. Lastly, a
transcription of the first chorus of Wes Montgomery’s solo on “Missile Blues” from the
1959 record The Wes Montgomery Trio (a.k.a. A Dynamic New Sound) will serve as a
demonstration of these techniques and theories in a performative context.
The guitar fretboard has two primary forms of scalar movement: horizontal and
vertical. Vertical movement utilizes a scale across several sets of strings at once
(Example 2.1).
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Example 2.1. Vertical Movement (C major scale—E form)

This is synonymous with position playing, otherwise known as the C-A-G-E-D
system. Fundamentally, this is a theory of organizing scales on the guitar fretboard based
on open position C major, A major, G major, E major, and D major chords and their
respective major scale fingerings (hence the acronym). If each open position scale shape
is transposed to the key of C major, the scale positions on the neck ascend the fretboard
in the order of the C-A-G-E-D acronym. Nearly every guitarist uses this scale system
either knowingly or unknowingly—it is simply how the fretboard works.
Commonly taught in guitar educational materials like Don Latarski’s The
Progressive Guitarist: Practical Theory For Guitar (1993) and Jody Fisher’s Jazz
Guitar: Complete Edition (2010), the C-A-G-E-D system is nearly universal in guitar
pedagogy because of its ability to organize the fretboard in a clear and logical manner. A
YouTube search for “C-A-G-E-D scales” provides countless videos with millions of
views including demonstrations from highly successful studio musicians like Molly
Miller (Pickup Music 2021). The C-A-G-E-D system has a lengthy precedent: one of the
earliest mentions of the C-A-G-E-D system can be found in a Guitar Player Magazine
article from 1975 describing San Francisco area guitarist Keith Allen’s course entitled
“The Fingerboard Revealed” (Sievert 1975). The universal application of the system in
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educational circles provides a link to its prevalence amongst guitarists across all genres,
serving as a foil to Holdsworth’s unique training from his pianist father and thus the
emergence of his style.
There are several considerations when strictly adhering to the C-A-G-E-D system.
First, when both using three notes per string—a common fingering—and playing in 4/4time, the fourth note of an ascending scale is played on the subsequent string,
inadvertently producing a slight accent when shifting from one string to the next. This
subtly affects the player’s internal sense of rhythm, as well as limiting the scope of
possible articulations for a melodic passage (Example 2.2).
Example 2.2. Demonstration of slight beat four accent using E form position C major
scale

Second, adhering strictly to each fingering confines the melodic range of a scalar
passage to the position itself—generally two octaves. Considering the range of an electric
guitar spans between three and four octaves, these scale positions do not adequately allow
a player to explore the full range of the instrument. While the C-A-G-E-D positions are
an excellent tool, they must be utilized in conjunction with appropriate left-hand
fingerings, shifting techniques, as well as incorporating other forms of fretboard
movement, such as horizontal movement, to develop a broader sense of the fretboard.
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In essence, horizontal movement is the inverse of C-A-G-E-D: instead of playing
across several strings in a prescribed scale position, horizontal movement involves
playing a scale on one string only (Example 2.3). This technique is often utilized as an
idiomatic device. Perhaps the most striking example is Dick Dale’s 1962 surf rock
anthem “Misirlou,” famously used in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. In “Misirlou,”
Dick Dale uses tremolo picking—a technique involving alternate picking one note on a
single string as rapidly as possible for any prescribed note duration—on the low E (sixth)
string to play an ascending E double harmonic major scale from the open string to the
eleventh fret before resolving to the seventh fret.
Example 2.3. One octave E major scale using the high E (first) string

Strict adherence to horizontal movement obviously provides technical limitations:
considering the finger span of the average player, intervals beyond that of a perfect fourth
(six frets) require considerable left-hand dexterity thus confining the melodic range of a
phrase unless carefully utilized left-hand fingerings and constant shifting are employed—
both of which are described in greater detail later in this chapter. Horizontal movement
can only be properly exploited through its assimilation with vertical movement. In the
realm of jazz guitar improvisation, one landmark text alludes to these possibilities in
detail.
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In 1987, acclaimed jazz guitarist and educator Mick Goodrick published The
Advancing Guitarist, a book that has influenced countless guitarists. Goodrick’s book
explores topics ranging from fretboard mechanics, intervals, and voicings with a tone
uniquely humorous and wise. In the first chapter entitled “The Approach,” Goodrick
describes the importance of learning scales utilizing a single string, a technique referred
to as “The Science of the Unitar” (Goodrick 1987, 11). Goodrick makes the following
remarks:
The simplest way to see notes is in a straight line; A single string is a straight line;
On a single string, there is a direct relationship between interval distance and
movement in space; Playing on a single string helps to eliminate two potential
problems: “paralysis” (fear of movement) and “acrophobia” (fear of higher frets),
since the entire length of the fingerboard is utilized from the very beginning; This
approach is conducive to learning note locations because you can’t rely on a
fingering pattern (as in position playing); The problem of changing strings is
eliminated. This simplifies the right-hand function and displays the principles of
left-hand function in their purest form; Different types of phrasing and
articulations can be played very consistently. (Goodrick 1987, 10)
While these observations point to the initial benefits of confining oneself strictly
to a single string, Goodrick does not stop here. A later section entitled “Combination
Playing: “The Realm of the Electric Ice-skating Rink” discusses the importance of
integrating both approaches.
I think it should be fairly clear by now that a lot of playing up and down the
individual strings combined with a lot of playing in positions would add up to the
largest possible preparation for combination playing. What we are looking for as
improvisers is the greatest possible feeling of freedom with respect to whatever
area of the fingerboard the music happens to take us. (Goodrick 1987, 30)
A combination of both techniques allows for a higher degree of melodic freedom.
While Goodrick’s manifesto hints at the possibilities emerging from the combination of
vertical and horizontal movement, even it cannot completely describe the techniques
emerging from Holdsworth’s musical language.
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A separate albeit closely related component of fretboard movement involves
fingerings for the fretting hand. Any note can be found in multiple overlapping locations
from adjacent strings on the fretboard (Example 2.4). Furthermore, each note can be
played with either the index, middle, ring, and pinky finger, thus expanding the flexibility
of the instrument even more. If one note can be played in multiple areas of the fretboard
with any of the four fingers of the fretting hand, the possibilities become even greater
when these concepts are applied to multiple notes.
Example 2.4. Concert C depicted on the B, G, D, A, and E strings

For example, a root form C major triad arpeggio can be fingered using several different
options. One fingering may utilize the root, third, and fifth on separate adjacent strings,
like a C major triad chord voicing. Another fingering may utilize the first note on one
string and the next two on the next string or first two notes on one string and the third on
the next string (Example 2.5).
Example 2.5. Three variations of left-hand fingerings for a root form C major triad
arpeggio.

18
The ability to play the same melodic content with different fingerings is
significant for several reasons. First, it provides a greater degree of freedom on the
fretboard: the ability to play a scale or arpeggio with only one fingering would greatly
limit the soloist’s capabilities. Second, the sound of the notes subtly changes when played
on a lower string versus a higher string. Given the bass strings (low E, A, and D strings)
are thicker than the treble strings (G, B, high E strings), playing a note on a lower string
will produce a thicker, darker sound whereas playing the same note on a higher string
will produce a thinner, brighter sound. Third, alternate fingerings—particularly when
dealing with triad or seventh note arpeggios—allow a guitarist to bypass the difficulties
of the picking hand. For example, when executing a triad arpeggio at a faster tempo, a
fingering where each note is produced on a different string (vertical movement) requires
one of two options: 1) alternate picking each note, and thus, each string—otherwise
known as cross picking; and 2) raking the pick across all three strings in an ascending
(downstroke) or descending (upstroke) direction—otherwise known as sweep picking
(Example 2.6).
Example 2.6. Demonstration of cross picking and sweep picking technique
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While both options are viable, they demand considerable control from the picking
hand, as well as inherently producing a particular sound and articulation: cross picking
and sweep picking both entail picking each note, thus producing an ‘attack’ on the front
of each note. To bypass this problem, a fingering using two notes on one string and one
note on another string—alluded to in Example 2.5—allows the guitarist to utilize either
alternate picking or legato. In the case of the former, executing two consecutive notes
with an upstroke and downstroke on the same string is much easier on the picking hand.
In the case of the latter, an ascending slur (hammer-on) requires only two pick strokes
instead of three, thus eliminating the ‘attack’ sound inherent to alternate picking and
creating a smoother sound.
An additional component of fingerings relates to shifting. In practice, an
ascending or descending scale moves into the next note of the neighboring position on the
same string, allowing for movement from one C-A-G-E-D position to the next. For many
guitarists in the pre-Holdsworth era, shifting is the primary means of moving around the
fretboard. An excellent demonstration of shifting from one position to the next can be
found in classical guitar maestro Andrés Segovia’s landmark text Diatonic Major and
Minor Scales (Segovia 1953, 2) (Example 2.7).
Example 2.7. Demonstration of scale shifting from Segovia’s Diatonic Major and Minor
Scales (1953)
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In addition to fretboard movement, fingerings, and shifting techniques, guitarists
utilize a myriad of different techniques on the picking hand, even further expanding the
possibilities of the instrument. In the classical guitar tradition, free strokes, rest strokes,
artificial harmonics, tremolo, as well as the alzapúa, golpe, and rasgueado from the
flamenco school provide a vast array of colors to the soloist. The electric guitar provides
additional techniques like alternate picking, legato, economy picking, sweep picking, and
hybrid picking, as well as tapping. While Holdsworth’s chordal style involves both
hybrid picking (playing chord voicings with a mixture of pick and the index, middle, and
ring fingers) and two-hand tapping (the latter notably featured on Holdsworth’s
composition “Tokyo Dreams” from Road Games (Holdsworth 1983)—one of the
selections from this thesis’s recital), his linear improvisational style is built on a balance
of alternate picking and legato (although Holdsworth relied significantly more on the
latter than the former).
Alternate picking is one of the most fundamental techniques to the electric guitar.
Unless tapping exclusively in the mold of innovative guitarist Stanley Jordan, alternate
picking is the root of every other technique—legato, sweep picking, hybrid—as an initial
note must be produced by a pick (or finger in the case of hybrid picking) physically
plucking across a string. When using a pick, alternate picking is used to articulate notes
through a series of up and down strokes, producing an ‘attack’ for every note and thus a
crisper articulation. Jazz guitarist Pat Martino heavily relied on alternate picking in
execution of his melodic ideas. His solo on John Coltrane’s “Impressions” from
Consciousness (1974) bears testament to this technique strikingly (Example 2.8).
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Example 2.8. Pat Martino solo excerpt from “Impressions” on Consciousness (1974)

In contrast, legato technique involves an initial note articulated through alternate
picking while the following notes are produced through a series of ascending (hammeron) or descending (pull-off) slurs. Whereas a plucked note produces a distinctive attack
sound, any note produced through slurred legato eliminates the attack thereby producing
a smoother, lighter sound. Furthermore, legato alleviates the burden of the picking hand
and widens the scope of melodic possibilities within a given phrase: a guitarist’s melodic
vocabulary is no longer confined to the speed of the picking hand. George Benson,
another guitar legend of the post-bop era, is famous for combining alternate picking with
legato, as well as shifting, to produce flowing bebop lines spanning several positions at
once. Benson’s solo on “The Cooker” from The George Benson Cookbook (1964)
demonstrates a brilliant combination of legato and shifting across the fretboard over an
up-tempo A♭ jazz blues progression (Example 2.9).
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Example 2.9. George Benson solo excerpt on “The Cooker” from The George Benson
Cookbook (1964)

Known for his incredible phrasing and ability to incorporate single note lines with
block chords and octaves, Wes Montgomery is perhaps the greatest guitarist from the
hard bop era of the 1950 and 1960s. His performance on “Missile Blues” (Montgomery
1959) is a masterclass of the jazz blues form. The focus will be on Montgomery’s solo
over the first chorus as a demonstration of vertical movement in the context of C-A-G-ED scale positions. It is important to note that Montgomery uses his thumb instead of a
guitar pick to produce sound. Still, the concept of alternate picking is applicable as each
thumb stroke is an equivalent to a pick stroke.
It is visibly apparent through the tablature that Montgomery favors vertical
movement and traditional C-A-G-E-D scale shapes when navigating the fretboard
melodically. In mm. 1-2 of the chorus, Montgomery uses an E form G minor pentatonic
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scale, using one note on the D (fourth) string, two notes on the G (third) string, and one
note on the B (second) string (Example 2.10).
Example 2.10. Measure 1-2 of “Missile Blues”

Measures 3-5 utilize an A form C Dominant bebop scale descending across the
high E (first) string to the A (fifth) string. In this phrase, only three notes are used at a
maximum for each string. In m. 5, Montgomery uses an ascending D minor triad
beginning on the ‘and’ of beat two. The fingering for the D minor arpeggio is the same
shape that would be used to play a D minor chord—each of the three notes in the chord
are found on adjacent strings thus making an excellent example of vertical movement on
the fretboard (Example 2.11).
Example 2.11. Measure 5 of “Missile Blues”
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For the last five measures, Montgomery continues a similar approach by
navigating the chord changes with corresponding seventh-chord arpeggios: an ascending
B♭ minor seventh arpeggio resolves by a half step into a E♭9 arpeggio in m. 8. This
phrase utilizes a combination of one-, two-, and three-note per string groupings thereby
spanning the A (fifth), D (fourth), G (third), and B (second) string in the span of four
beats (Example 2.12).
Example 2.12. Measure 8 of “Missile Blues”

In m. 9, Montgomery uses an ascending A Dorian scale from the fifth to the ninth
using an E form scale position—the first three notes are found on the B (second) string
with the last two notes played on the E (first) string. Measure 10 serves as an excellent
example of the application of vertical movement to arpeggios: Montgomery uses an
ascending C major-seventh arpeggio and descending C half-diminished arpeggio over a
D7 chord. The C major-seventh arpeggio utilizes a combination of one- and two-note per
string groupings while the C half-diminished seventh arpeggio uses one note per string
for the first two notes and two notes per string on the final two notes (Example
2.13).
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Example 2.13. Measure 9-10 of “Missile Blues”

In m. 11, Montgomery descends chromatically from E to C♯ over an E7 chord on
beat 3. The notes E to D are employed using slurs (pull-offs) to create a smoother effect
while the C♯ was played on the G string. In the final measure of the first chorus,
Montgomery uses a C major triad starting on the root while skipping to the fifth (G) and
then to the third (E). The C major arpeggio utilizes a fingering synonymous with a C
major triad chord shape—each of the notes can be found on the subsequent strings and
serves as a more pronounced version of vertical movement (Example 2.14).
Example 2.14. Measure 11 and 12 of “Missile Blues”

For my recital, I performed “Missile Blues” with the same form, harmony, and
melody from the original recording. However, the solo section featured an original,
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improvised solo using a combination of conventional techniques used by guitarists like
Wes Montgomery, as well as many of Holdsworth’s techniques. This will demonstrate
the compatibility of Holdsworth’s techniques with the language of bebop.
Montgomery’s solo bears all the hallmarks of a legendary performance: great
tone, feel, technique, and phrasing. But the full technical capabilities of the guitar, as
exploited by Holdsworth, are not fully displayed here. This does not suggest the musical
language of Montgomery and others is inferior or obsolete. Rather, the innovations
wrought by Holdsworth broaden the scope of possibilities of the guitar and provide
additional tools for guitarists to use in their own artistic endeavors. In the following
chapter, I will examine specific aspects of Holdsworth’s playing, including his perception
of the fretboard, diagonal and reverse diagonal movement, as well as idiomatic
techniques like string skipping and note doubling.

Chapter 3:
The Technical Language of Allan Holdsworth
Holdsworth’s musical vocabulary is fundamentally shaped both from his
perception of the fretboard and his technical prowess. While drawing on the foundational
techniques of his predecessors as described in the previous chapter, Holdsworth
dramatically expands the potential of the instrument through several subtle but ingenious
contributions. As a reminder, I am focusing only on the linear (scalar) aspect of
Holdsworth’s technique, intentionally refraining from harmonic analysis unless otherwise
necessary. First, I will discuss Holdsworth’s use of two additional forms of fretboard
movement: diagonal and reverse diagonal movement. Second, I will analyze
Holdsworth’s implementation of idiomatic techniques like string skipping and their
significance in crafting intervallic lines. Third, I will analyze Holdsworth’s use of legato
and its relationship to both his sound and note choice. Finally, an analysis of
Holdsworth’s solo on “Rocks” from Truth In Shredding by the Mark Varney Project
(1990) will demonstrate each technique together.
If vertical movement involves playing across strings in a fixed position (moving
from string to string against a fixed number of frets) and horizontal movement involves
playing along a single string exclusively, diagonal movement synthesizes both
approaches while dramatically expanding the range of the guitar without shifting.
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Diagonal movement relates primarily to four note per string scale fingerings. Whereas a
combination of two- and three-note fingerings for vertical positions are utilized in the
C-A-G-E-D system, diagonal movement involves each of the four fingers of the fretting
hand in execution of four consecutive note on a given string. In his REH instructional
video Allan Holdsworth (1992), Holdsworth demonstrates this pattern using an F major
scale beginning on the first fret of the low E (sixth) string while ascending to the
seventeenth fret of the high E (first) string, thus spanning beyond the range of three
octaves (Example 3.1).
Example 3.1. F major scale using a four note per string fingering

An additional form of fretboard movement can be found using two note per string
scale fingerings, otherwise known as reverse diagonal movement. Whereas diagonal
movement correlates ascending pitch with increasing fret numbers and descending pitch
with decreasing fret numbers, reverse diagonal movement correlates both ascending pitch
with descending fret numbers and descending pitch with ascending fret numbers
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(Example 3.2). The combination of diagonal and reverse diagonal movement with
vertical and horizontal movement provides a nearly unlimited degree of mobility on the
neck.
Example 3.2. Ascending and Descending Reverse Diagonal Movement

A striking display of reverse diagonal movement can be found on “Devil Take the
Hindmost” from Metal Fatigue (Holdsworth 1985). Holdsworth utilizes quintuplets and
sextuplets derived from four separate dominant seventh flat nine chords: (A♭–A–C =
A♭7♭9; F–D–C♯ = C♯7♭9; C♯–B♭–A = A7♭9; A–F♯–F = F7♭9) (Example 3.3). In the
first measure, the melodic contour is in descent across the span of two measures as the
fret number increases traveling from the upper to the lower strings; the first note is played
on the tenth fret of the third (G) string before ascending to the seventeenth fret of the
sixth (low E) string thereby demonstrating descending reverse diagonal movement. In the
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second measure of the example, the melodic contour is in ascent as the fret number
decreases traveling from the lower to upper strings: the first note is played on the
sixteenth fret of the sixth (low E) string before ending on the tenth fret the third (G) string
thereby demonstrating ascending reverse diagonal movement.
Example 3.3. Allan Holdsworth solo excerpt on “Devil Take the Hindmost” from Metal
Fatigue (1985)

The synthesis of vertical, horizontal, diagonal, and reverse diagonal movement—
which this thesis will refer to henceforth as omnidirectional fretboard movement—
provides the foundation for Holdsworth’s melodic vocabulary. Whereas the C-A-G-E-D
system divides the fretboard into five separate scale positions, Holdsworth views the
fretboard as one collective position to be exploited through the four primary means of
fretboard movement. His comments from the REH instructional video Allan Holdsworth
(1992) reflect this perception:

31
When I think of a scale, I don’t think of it as starting on D…I think of it as
starting on the lowest available note on my instrument which would be E and the
highest available note which would be another E. (Holdsworth 1992)
In addition to omnidirectional fretboard movement, idiomatic techniques like
string skipping are crucial to the execution of Holdsworth’s melodic ideas. String
skipping occurs when two or more notes are played on a string before playing notes on a
different string not immediately adjacent to the original string (Example 3.4). This defies
traditional guitar techniques which utilize melodic devices, such as scales and arpeggios,
from one string to the next sequentially.
Example 3.4. Demonstration of string skipping from Tim Miller’s “Wide Interval
Improvisation Lesson” (Tim Miller Guitar 2015)

One characteristic of string skipping is the inherently intervallic sound it
produces. Considering a guitar is traditionally tuned in perfect fourth intervals (except for
the G (third) to B (second) string producing a major third), string skipping produces a
correlation between the number of strings being skipped over with the interval values of a
given melodic cell: as more strings are skipped over, the interval value from the last note
played on one string to the first note played on the next string increases thus producing a
more open, intervallic sound.
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Perhaps Holdsworth’s most striking use of string skipping comes in the opening
moments of “City Nights” from Secrets (Holdsworth 1989). Despite briefly lasting four
measures, Holdsworth executes a phrase of jaw-dropping technical acumen and melodic
ingeniuity (Example 3.5). Built exclusively from the A Dorian mode (A–B–C–D–E–F♯ –
G), this phrase incorporates string skipping with incredible stretches for the fretting
hand—a perfect fifth interval spanning seven frets on one string. However, these
stretches are slightly more accomodating past the twelth fret as the physical distance from
one fret to the next decreases as the fret number increases.
Example 3.5. Allan Holdsworth solo excerpt on “City Nights” from Secrets (1989)

In the first measure, Holdsworth uses two groupings of quarter note triplets to
execute a four note quintal arpeggio (A–E–B–F♯). The first quarter note triplet uses three
notes on the A (fifth) string before skipping to the next three notes of the second quarter
note triplet on the B (second) string (Example 3.6).
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Example 3.6. Measure 1 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt from “City Nights” from Secrets
(1989)

In the second measure, Holdsworth utilizes sixteenth notes against all four beats. The first
five notes are played on the A (fifth) string before skipping to the B (second) string to
play the next seven notes. Holdsworth skips below to the A (fifth) string to play the last
four notes (Example 3.7).
Example 3.7. Measure 2 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt from “City Nights” on Secrets
(1989)

In the third measure, the first two notes are carried over from the ascending slur
(hammer-on) on the A (fifth) string before moving to the adjacent string for three notes.
The next five notes are played on the high E (first) string before skipping down to the D
(fourth) string for five notes. Finally, Holdsworth skips from the D (fourth) string to the
high E (first) string with a climatic five note sequence (Example 3.8).
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Example 3.8. Measures 3-4 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt from “City Nights” on Secrets
(1989)

In addition to string skipping, legato is an even more fundamental component to
Holdsworth’s style. In the previous examples of “City Nights,” each of the separate note
groupings executed on a given string are accomplished through ascending (hammer-on)
and descending (pull-off) slurs, relying only on an initial plucked note to produce the
vibration necessary for the rest of the phrase. Considering traditional C-A-G-E-D
positions rely on two- and three-note per string scale fingerings, the implication of
Holdsworth integrating legato with horizontal movement is revolutionary: a single pick
stroke can hypothetically produce a limitless number of subsequent notes without an
attack sound for each note. If one of Holdsworth’s artistic objectives was emulating the
spirit of John Coltrane’s “sheets of sound” approach, this fact alone accomplishes that.
The following excerpt is a partial transcription of Holdsworth’s solo on “Rocks”
from Truth In Shredding by the Mark Varney Project (Holdsworth 1990) (Example 3.9).
This transcription is from a three-measure phrase beginning at 4:26. Holdsworth’s
integration of his core techniques—legato, string skipping, and diagonal movement—into
one seamless whole is the main reason for selecting this phrase. The selection is played
over an Fm7 chord and suggests the modality of F Dorian (F–G–A♭–B♭–C–D–E♭).
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Example 3.9. Allan Holdsworth solo excerpt on “Rocks” from Truth In Shredding (1990)

For the first three beats of the first measure, Holdsworth plays the major second (G) and
root (F) on the G (third) string. On beat four, Holdsworth executes a sextuplet with the
first two notes played on the G (third) string, the third note played on the B (second
string), and the last three notes played back on the G (third) string. Except for the third
note (G), every note in the sextuplet is played on the G (third) string with legato
technique (Example 3.10).
Example 3.10. Measure 1 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt on “Rocks” from Truth In
Shredding (1990)
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In the second measure, a series of quintuplets, sextuplets, and sixteenth notes are
employed while weaving in and out of F Dorian (Example 3.11). The quintuplet on beat
one is derived from a G minor pentatonic scale with all five notes executed on the B
(second) string. The first note is produced with a pick attack whereas the subsequent four
notes are produced from hammer-ons and pull-offs. The sextuplet on beat two follows a
similar strategy with an important exception: the first two notes of the sextuplet are the
same note (C) but played on adjacent strings. This additional technique, known as note
doubling, bears a striking resemblance to the false fingering technique utilized by
saxophonists like John Coltrane and Eric Dolphy. In beat three, the notes D, E, F♯, and D
are played as sixteenth notes with one upstroke, tying into the first note of the sextuplet
on beat four. This sextuplet features note doubling on the second and third note thus
breaking up the legato sound of the previous five notes. The last three notes of the
sextuplet are executed with an upstroke on the B (second) string.
Example 3.11. Measure 2 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt on “Rocks” from Truth In
Shredding (1990)

In the third measure, beat one comprises a quintuplet of the notes C, B♭, C♭, B♭,
and C♭, bouncing between the B (second) and G (third) string (Example 3.12). Beat two
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features a descending melodic line with a four-note grouping of thirty-second notes
slurred together on the G (third) string before leading into an eight-note triplet slurred
together on the D (fourth) string. Holdsworth skips from the D (fourth) string to the low
E (sixth) string on beat three to execute a quintuplet spanning five frets with a single
downstroke on the first pitch (G). On beat four, Holdsworth skips from the low E (sixth)
string to the D (fourth) string to execute the first three slurred notes of an additional
quintuplet before skipping to the high E (first) string to execute the last two notes of the
measure and the concluding note of the phrase in the next measure. Holdsworth
demonstrates incredible range in this third measure: in the span of two beats, the lowest
note (Eb above middle C) on the eleventh fret quickly gives way to the climatic arrival of
the highest note (B♭ three octaves above middle C) on the eighteenth fret of the high E
(first string).
Example 3.12. Measure 3-4 of Holdsworth’s solo excerpt on “Rocks” from Truth In
Shredding (1990)

Holdsworth’s ability to navigate the fretboard seamlessly is the result of idiomatic
techniques but also, and more importantly, his ability to see each note of a given scale
anywhere on the fretboard. Holdsworth’s vision of the instrument transcends
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conventional guitar technique and necessitates the implementation of technical devices
like string skipping, note doubling, and legato. This allows for the assimilation of the
internal melodic voice—mental aural conception as the byproduct of music or sound one
has heard—with the technical faculties to a nearly unprecedented degree.
However, the value of Holdsworth’s innovations is not only to be found in the
execution of his lines verbatim. Rather, a new arsenal of mechanical and perceptual tools
is presented to guitarists for exploitation in their own artistic endeavors. How can string
skipping be utilized to navigate the technical challenges presented in a work like Niccolò
Paganini’s 24 Caprices? How can omnidirectional fretboard movement be utilized to
execute the nimble bebop lines of Charlie Parker? The following chapter will attempt to
answer these questions by applying Holdsworth’s techniques to fundamental melodic
devices such as triad and seventh-chord arpeggios.

Chapter Four:
Applying Holdsworth’s Techniques to Fundamental Melodic Devices
In this chapter, I will demonstrate the applicability of Holdsworth’s techniques—
omnidirectional fretboard movement, string skipping, and legato with triad and seventhchord arpeggios.
Whether operating in the realm of classical music or jazz, the ability to utilize
arpeggios is a fundamental component of the soloist. In Chapter Two, three alternate
fingerings for a triad arpeggio were discussed. With the utilization of string skipping and
omnidirectional fretboard movement, two additional fingerings emerge. Using
omnidirectional fretboard movement, a root form C major triad arpeggio can be played
with all three notes on the same string (Example 4.1).
Example 4.1. Root form C major triad arpeggio with a fingering using one string and
string skipping
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This fingering requires a considerable stretch from the fretting hand—seven frets—but
completely bypasses the technical requirements of the picking hand as well as perfectly
allows for the implementation of legato. The second fingering is found through string
skipping: this same root form C major triad arpeggio can be played with the root and the
major third on one string, the G (third) string, and the perfect fifth played two strings
above, the high E (first) string.
These two additional fingerings make for a total number of five possible
fingerings for a root form triad. Holdsworth’s notion of the entire fretboard as one
position further expands the application of triad arpeggios to the fretboard. Whereas C-AG-E-D positions lend themselves to arpeggios as one shape spanning vertically across all
six strings (Example 4.2), omnidirectional fretboard movement fragments these into
smaller shapes using the five alternative fingerings for both root form arpeggios and their
subsequent inversions.
Example 4.2. Triad arpeggio shapes derived from C-A-G-E-D positions

Triad arpeggios are not commonly applied to first and second inversions of a chord in
guitar literature. If they are utilized, they operate inside the context of a C-A-G-E-D
position and are not seen or used as an independent shape. If I apply the five alternate
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fingerings for root form, first, and second inversion triad arpeggios, there emerge fifteen
different fingerings for triad arpeggios in total (Example 4.3).
Example 4.3. Fifteen alternate fingerings for root form, first inversion, and second
inversion triad arpeggios on the top three strings

Considering the melodic overlap that occurs from the descending adjacent strings,
these fifteen fingerings can be applied to the root form, first, and second inversion triad
arpeggios found on each of the three lower string sets as well: upper middle (B-G-D
strings), lower middle (G-D-A strings), and bottom (D-A-E) string sets. Four string sets
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combined with fifteen fingerings for each string set creates sixty unique three-note cells.
When applying this formula to the other three triad qualities (minor, diminished, and
augmented), the number grows to an impressive 240 unique three-note cells.
The correlation between the fragmentation of the fretboard—thus an increasing
number of smaller components—and a higher degree of control on the fretboard is the
crux of Holdsworth’s contribution to the guitar. In addition, utilizing these shapes in
coordination with carefully selected fingerings creates highly useful patterns on the
fretboard. For example, arpeggiating major triads using ascending and descending 2-1
fingerings (two notes on the first string and one on the next adjacent string) demonstrates
the use of both ascending and descending reverse diagonal motion respectively (Example
4.4). Incorporating multiple notes on one string allows for the use of legato technique and
creates a smooth, connected sound.
Example 4.4. Ascending and descending reverse diagonal motion using root form, first,
and second inversion triad arpeggios

Additional patterns emerge when exploiting the triads found in the diatonic
cadence of a prescribed tonal center. The key of C major diatonically contains C major, D
minor, E minor, F major, G major, A minor, and B diminished triads. We can apply the
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same formula of ascending and descending 2-1 fingerings to this sequence of triads to
obtain ascending and descending reverse diagonal movement (Example 4.5).
Example 4.5. C major diatonic cadence using ascending and descending reverse diagonal
movement

String skipping produces an additional variety of useful triadic patterns on the
neck. A succession of triad arpeggios moving diatonically along a tonal center can be
found using a combination of 1-2 fingerings and string skipping (Example 4.6). This
pattern continues along the entire diatonic cadence of C major from the third fret of the A
(fifth) string to the seventeenth fret of the B (second string). As with the previous
examples, the fingerings for each arpeggio utilize multiple notes on one string and thus
facilitate the use of legato.
The application of seventh-chord arpeggios provides an even greater degree of
mobility on the fretboard. Considering many jazz compositions rely on seventh chords
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instead of pure major and minor chords, seventh-chord arpeggios are a crucial skill for an
improviser navigating chord changes. Seventh-chord arpeggios comprise the root, third,
fifth, and seventh of a scale. Because of the addition of a fourth note (the seventh), there
are three subsequent inversions of the seventh chord: first inversion (the third is the
lowest pitch); second inversion (the fifth is the lowest pitch); and third inversion (the
seventh is the lowest pitch).
Example 4.6. Triad arpeggios of C major diatonic cadence using string skipping

With the tonic used on the low E (sixth), A (fifth) and D (fourth) strings, root
form seventh-chord arpeggios have six alternate fingerings with varying degrees of
stretches required for the fretting hand (Example 4.7). The subsequent first, second, and
third inversions contain a varying number of alternate fingerings: first inversion has
three, second inversion has four, and third inversion has four.
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Example 4.7. Six alternate fingerings for root form C major seventh chord arpeggios

Due to the stretches required of the left hand, the number of notes involved with
the arpeggio, and the lack of universal compatibility with legato technique, not every
fingering is practical (Example 4.8). To provide further complications, the other seven
seventh-chord qualities—major seventh, minor seventh, dominant seventh, half
diminished seventh, diminished seventh, minor major seventh, and augmented major
seventh—contain varying degrees of intervals within them and, thus, provide an
inconsistent number of useable alternate fingerings for root form arpeggios as well as the
subsequent inversions. However, a solution is found using a fixed fingering pattern for
each arpeggio shape.
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Example 4.8. Alternate fingerings for first, second, and third inversion seventh chord
arpeggios

Like the application of four- and two-note per string scale fingerings associated
with diagonal and reverse diagonal movement respectively, we can use two-one-two- and
two-note per string fingerings to execute seventh-chord arpeggios for root form and their
inversions. Two-one-two (henceforth referred to as 2-1-2) fingerings utilize the four notes
of a seventh-chord arpeggio with the addition of the octave of the lowest note in the
arpeggio. With 2-1-2 fingerings, two notes are played on the first string, one note is
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played on the second string, and two notes are played on the uppermost string (Example
4.9).
Example 4.9. An example of 2-1-2 fingering for a root form C major seventh arpeggio

This fingering utilizes legato technique on the first and third string of the pattern creating
a fluid sound that requires little effort from the picking hand. In addition, this fingering is
highly compatible with the first, second, and third inversion arpeggio shapes. When
applying the 2-1-2 fingering to each inversion, the same shape spans across each string
set using ascending and descending reverse diagonal movement (Example 4.10).
Example 4.10. Reverse Diagonal movement using 2-1-2 fingerings of root form, first,
second, and third inversions of C major seventh arpeggios
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Two note per string fingerings utilize seventh chord arpeggios with two notes on each
successive string (Example 4.11). This pattern closely resembles diagonal movement as it
greatly expands the range of a conventional arpeggio beyond the confines of any one CA-G-E-D position. This same pattern can be applied to each inversion and used on any
subsequent string.
Example 4.11. Two note per string C major seventh chord arpeggio

These shapes and patterns emerge through the application of Holdsworth’s
idiomatic techniques to fundamental melodic devices such as triad and seventh-chord
arpeggios. To fully address the implications of these techniques to arpeggios and other
melodic devices such as pentatonic scales, intervallic sequences, and symmetrical
concepts derived from diminished and whole tone scales is beyond the scope of this paper
and would merit an anthology of pedagogical material. Rather, the following chapter will
demonstrate the practical application of these techniques to two pieces of very different
stylistic bents: “Presto” from Johann Sebastian Bach’s Violin Sonata in G Minor BWV
1001 and a partial transcription of John Coltrane’s solo on “Giant Steps” from Giant
Steps (1960).

Chapter Five:
Adapting Holdsworth’s Techniques to Selected Works
If there was ever a piece designed for compatibility with Holdsworth’s
techniques, the “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV 1001 is that and provides
striking results. “Presto” provides a great challenge for any soloist as sixteenth-note triad
arpeggios, seventh-note arpeggios, and scale sequences persist continually throughout the
duration of the composition. The challenge here is not only to perform the work up to
tempo but to achieve the same fluidity that a violinist would. This fluidity is possible only
through the careful use of choice fingerings, string skipping, omnidirectional fretboard
movement, and legato technique. For the purposes of this thesis, the analysis of “Presto”
will include only the first twenty-four measures.
The first four measures consist of a descending pattern over a two octave G minor
arpeggio (Example 5.1). In m. 1, the first three notes are played on the B (second) string
before skipping down to the D (fourth) string. In m. 2, the descending pattern continues
with the first three notes executed using a slur on the D (fourth) string. In m. 3, the exact
same pattern is utilized but starting on the A (fifth) string. In m. 4, a two note per string G
minor triad arpeggio allows for diagonal movement up the fretboard from the third fret of
the low E (sixth) string to the twelfth fret of the D (fourth) string.
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Example 5.1. The first four measures of “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV
1001

The next four measures integrate scalar motion with arpeggios (Example 5.2). In
m. 5, string skipping is used to move from the B (second) string to the D (fourth) string
with ease. A precise application of descending diagonal movement is utilized for the four
notes used on the D (fourth) string.
Example 5.2. Measures 5-8 of “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV 1001

In m. 6, a one octave first inversion D major triad arpeggio is utilized with three notes
slurred on the A (fifth) string before moving up to the D (fourth) and G (third) string. In
m. 7, the first note—A—is played on the B (first) string before string skipping down to
the D (fourth) for two slurred notes and the A (fifth) string for two slurred notes. In m. 8,
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an ascending G minor arpeggio is played using two-note per string fingering and legato
before skipping to the twelfth fret of the G (third) string.
The next four measures utilize a descending sequence of seventh chord arpeggios:
C minor seventh, B♭ major seventh, and A half diminished seventh. Each arpeggio is
based on a two-two arpeggio fingering and easily facilitates legato technique while
shifting down the fretboard (Example 5.3).
Example 5.3. Measures 9-12 of “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV 1001

In m. 12, the most striking example of string skipping can be found: the first note—D—is
played on the low E (sixth) string before jumping to the B (second) string. The next four
notes are all slurred before playing the final note on the G (third) string.
The next four measures demonstrate a similar application of string skipping and
legato technique. In m. 13, the first four notes are slurred on the D (fourth) string
followed by an upstroke on the G (third) string before skipping to the A (fifth) string with
a downstroke. In m. 14, the first note—C—is played on the A (fifth) string before
skipping to the B (second) string. The next four notes are slurred before descending to the
lower adjacent string with an upstroke. In mm. 15 and 16, the fingering pattern is
identical to the preceding two measures respectively (Example 5.4).
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Example 5.4. Measures 13-16 of “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV 1001

The conclusion of our analysis for “Presto” centers around the next eight
measures (mm. 17-24), comprising an ascending pattern of triad arpeggios: E♭, Cm, F,
Dm, Gm, E♭, and F (Example 5.5). Legato is crucial here as every measure consists of
four slurred notes in succession. Measures 18, 20, 22, and 24 use an identical sequence of
legato with string skipping: the first and second note are played on the B (second) and D
(fourth) string respectively before the concluding four notes are executed back on the
original B (second) string.
Example 5.5. Measures 17-24 of “Presto” from Violin Sonata in G minor BWV 1001
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The application of Holdsworth’s techniques to “Presto” are remarkable. String
skipping allows for triad arpeggios to be comfortably played through bypassing the
inherent awkwardness of fingering the internal string (mm. 1-2). Legato technique
enables multiple notes to be played on a single string with only one initial pick attack
thus producing a fluid sound (mm. 17-24). Omnidirectional fretboard movement enables
unconventional fingerings thereby producing more flexibility in adapting a melodic
phrase to the technical constraints of the instrument. With these techniques employed
carefully, playing the piece up to tempo—around 94 beats per minute—is both highly
manageable and deeply expressive.
The next adaptation features the improvisational genius of saxophonist John
Coltrane on “Giant Steps” from Giant Steps (Coltrane 1960). This transcription was
selected to demonstrate the universality of Holdsworth’s techniques: string skipping,
omnidirectional fretboard movement, and legato technique are as at home in the
execution of a baroque era violin sonata as they are with the post-bop lines from a
twentieth century saxophone colossus. While the application of Holdsworth’s techniques
is the same, the material is different: linear (scalar) sequences are more prominent than
the previous example, and chromatic notes and approach tones are interspersed
throughout. However, the use of both triad and seventh-chord arpeggios are still
prominently integrated as Coltrane characteristically outlines the changes to the song in
his solo. For the purposes of this thesis, only the first chorus of Coltrane’s landmark solo
will be analyzed.
The opening (pickup) measure of Coltrane’s solo is an ascending C♯ minor
seventh arpeggio resolving to the third of F♯ dominant seventh—the major third—and
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lowering to the ninth. The arpeggio uses a two note per string fingering allowing for two
slurred notes on each string. In the first measure of the chorus, the notes of a B major
triad operate in the space of a G form C-A-G-E-D position before switching to Coltrane’s
famous 1-2-3-5 digital pattern over a D dominant seventh chord (Example 5.6).
Example 5.6. The first three measures of John Coltrane’s solo on “Giant Steps” (1960)

In m. 2, string skipping is utilized over a descending G major triad arpeggio on beats one
and two. Beats three and four of the same measure utilize vertical movement and legato
technique over a descending B♭ Mixolydian scale. In m. 3, an E♭ major scale is executed
using legato, connecting the second through fourth note a slur. The second half of the
measure intersperses a G minor pentatonic scale connecting the first two notes of beat
three with a slur, as well as the last two notes of the measure with a slur into the next
measure.
Measure four through seven are an excellent demonstration of the applicability of
Holdsworth’s techniques to the post-bop milieu (Example 5.7). In m. 4, a descending A
minor seventh arpeggio using a two-one-two fingering leads into the major third—F♯—of
D7 before string skipping to the B (second) string and G (third) for the final notes of the
phrase. Measure 5 utilizes both string skipping for an ascending G major triad and a two
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note per string D half-diminished seventh arpeggio, thus producing the tonality of a B♭9
chord: D–F–A♭–C. In m. 6, the first three notes of Coltrane’s 1-2-3-5 digital pattern are
slurred together on the B (second) string. Beats three and four feature an A♯ halfdiminished seventh arpeggio over an F♯ dominant seventh chord using a two-note per
string fingering.
Example 5.7. Measures 4-7 of John Coltrane’s solo on “Giant Steps” (1960)

Measure 8 features a B♭ dominant bebop scale descending from the high E (first)
string to the G (third) string (Example 5.8). Measure 9 consists of a line derived from an
E♭ major scale while using string skipping from the G (third) string to the high E (first)
string. Legato is subtly utilized to slur the second and third notes as well as the fifth and
six notes of the phrase. In these two measures, both the fingering and the use of fretboard
movement are straightforward but demonstrate an important point: Holdsworth’s
technical language is highly adaptable to the more traditional forms of movement
associated with the guitarists of the bebop era. In m. 10, a descending two-one-two
arpeggio is connected from the last two notes of the previous measure to slur four notes
together. Beats three consist of a slur from G to E with a string skip from the D (fourth)
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string to the B (second) string. The last note of the measure slurs into measure eleven: a
G major scale descends from the fifth to the root using three slurred notes on the G (third)
string. The second half of the measure uses the 1-2-3-5 cell with two slurred notes on the
G (third) string.
Example 5.8. Measures 8-11 of John Coltrane’s solo on “Giant Steps” (1960)

The final four measures of the Coltrane’s solo are played over iim7–V7–IMaj7
progressions in the keys of B major and E♭ major. Measure 12 operates in the confines of
position playing but utilizes legato to achieve fluidity: three separate two-note groupings
are each played using slurs (pull offs) (Example 5.9).
Example 5.9. Measures 12-16 of John Coltrane’s solo on “Giant Steps” (1960)

Measure 13 continues in a similar manner as the 1-2-3-5 pattern is used over B major
seventh: the first two slurred notes are carried over from the slur of the previous measure
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before ascending to the B (second) string to slur two notes and, lastly, slurring three notes
on the high E (first) string. In m. 14, three notes are slurred on the B (second) string
before the last note is played on the lower subsequent string. In m. 15, the 1-2-3-5 cell
ascends to the octave found on the high E (first) string. Again, legato is crucial—two
notes are slurred on the B (second) string before ascending to two additional notes slurred
on the high E (first) string. Measure 16 is intentionally omitted as it serves as a pickup
into the next chorus which will not be discussed.
The adaptation of Bach’s “Presto” from Violin Sonata No. 1 in G Minor, BWV
1001 and John Coltrane’s “Giant Steps” solo demonstrate the utility of applying
Holdsworth’s techniques for music not originally conceived for the guitar. Through
omnidirectional fretboard movement, legato, and string skipping, the fretboard broadens
beyond the confines of standard C-A-G-E-D positions while bypassing the technical
limitations of the picking hand. Most importantly, the sound of a musical phrase becomes
smoother: guitarists no longer operate under the necessity of picking each note thereby
producing a distinctive and consistent attack sound. Consequently, the guitarist can
broaden the expressive breadth of the instrument through emulating the articulation of the
violin or saxophone.

Conclusion
Holdsworth’s contribution to the language of the guitar cannot be overstated.
Despite operating squarely in the confines of the jazz-rock idiom for the duration of his
career, Holdsworth’s techniques can be applied to virtually any style including jazz, rock,
metal, gospel, country, and countless others. Assimilating these techniques does not lead
to the emulation of Holdsworth’s melodic vocabulary. Rather, it broadens one’s
understanding of the instrument and facilitates a heightened degree of ease of play and
fluidity.
While Holdsworth has garnered a following of intense devotees in both the guitar
community and the jazz-fusion genre, his contributions have not yet taken a place of
prominence in the realm of higher education. In the U.S., college-level jazz guitar
programs place a great deal of emphasis on certain artists of the swing, bebop, and fusion
era: Eddie Lang, Charlie Christian, Wes Montgomery, Pat Martino, George Benson, and
Pat Metheny are among some of the musicians that are required study for undergraduate
and graduate students—and for good reason. However, the absence of Holdsworth’s
music from academia is a striking one considering the effects it bears on those who
emulate his techniques.
The writing of this thesis is the first step towards the creation of a comprehensive
guitar methodology centered around Holdsworth’s technical language. Properly
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organizing these ideas across the entire spectrum of fundamental musical devices would
dramatically broaden the language of the guitar. Implementing them at the collegiate
level would accelerate the proliferation of Holdsworth’s ideas. It is my ambition to create
such a work.
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Appendix B

Giant Steps
from Giant Steps (1959)
(0:26)
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Appendix C

Presto from Sonata No.1 in G Minor
BWV 1001
Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)
Guitar adaptation by James DaSilva
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